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UPSIZING AND UPSKILLING
LIBRARY STUDENT ASSISTANTS: 
EXPERIENCES FROM SMU LIBRARIES
Sumita Govindan, Research Librarian, Business
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“Academic libraries are in a unique position to evolve student 
employment into being more than merely a part-time job 
and to contribute to students' academic and personal 
success…and it is our responsibility as librarians to make sure 
this time is well spent in further developing the student as a 
whole.”
“
”
Melilli, A., Mitola, R., & Hunsaker, A. (2016). Contributing to the library student employee experience: 
Perceptions of a student development program. The Journal of Academic Librarianship, 42(4), 430-437.
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TALENT MANAGEMENT FOR SMU LIBRARIES: 
FRAMEWORK & POLICY 
What & Why ? 
• SMU Libraries strategic goal on Talent Management is to nurture an engaged and 
highly skilled team that excels in a dynamic global environment.
• Talent management is at the core of our business, as it involves our talent.
Who?
 The Library’s Talent Management Strategy includes all library staff and student 
assistants. 
 The Talent Management Strategy is an ongoing aspect of our work and 
commitment to our colleagues. 
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WHY STUDENT ASSISTANTS ?
 Student Assistants have public-facing roles, they 
represent the Library
 They can be a valuable source of feedback, input and 
suggestions for library services and form a ready-made 
focus group. 
 Student Assistants can help with peer teaching and 
teachable moments while engaging with other students
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What Roles? What Skills Do they Need?
Providing a professional 
library and information service
 Overview of SMU libraries and an orientation to the 
library as a whole
 Overview about the information industry and trends
Fulfilment Activities  Shelving and Shelf Reading
 Searching and Using ALMA modules
Providing Customer Service  Desk Etiquette
 Handling Difficult Customers
 Escalation – knowing what and when to escalate
 Telephone and Email Etiquette
 Service Excellence Skills
Providing basic Reference 
Service
 Conducting basic Reference Interview
 Using library search, library website and tools to 
answer enquiries 
Managing Library Facilities  Knowing the rules and regulations
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LEARNING PATH FOR 
NEWLY HIRED STUDENT 
ASSISTANTS
SKILLS BASED TRAINING COMPETENCY BASED TRAINING
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LECTURE SESSIONS 
Session 1: Introduction to Library
Purpose: To provide new student assistant an insight to the library, our 
mission and vision, values, what we do and how we do it.
Session 2: Library Management System Training 
Purpose: To equip student assistant with the knowledge and skills in 
using the Library Management System. 
Session 3: Desk Show & Tell
Purpose: To introduce student assistants to Desk operations. 
Method of Delivery: Lecture style delivery with questions and answer in 
between segments for engagement.
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ON THE JOB TRAINING 
Purpose: To allow the student assistant to gain some hands-on 
experience before actual deployment. 
Method of Delivery: Student assistant will be required to perform tasks at 
the Service Desk, under the guidance of staff from Access Services. 
Time: 2hrs
Sample of Topics Covered:
2
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UP-PING THE GAME
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STUDENT ASSISTANT UPSKILLING 
PROGRAMME
OBJECTIVES:
• To assess students’ skills and knowledge attained from the initial
training program, reinforce key learning objectives and intervene
where necessary
• To improve and “upsize” their capabilities and professional image,
being in line with the Library’s goal of professional development
and talent management as the SAs are part of the greater library
family.
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LEARNING OUTCOMES: PHASE 1 UP-SKILL/SIZE
1. Awareness of the libraries’ policies, procedures, facilities 
and services
2. Understand the user’s information needs and 
Communicate clearly
3. Etiquette in professional setting
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Classroom Approach Synchronous eLearning Asynchronous Learning
Rejected Rejected Accepted
• Difficulty in getting Student 
Assistants to attend the 
session 
• Students Assistants find the 
sessions dry and boring
• Staff commitment in terms 
of time involved to 
prepare materials for the 
class and to conduct the 
sessions
• Insufficient expertise and 
time to create a complete 
eLearn training module
• Student Assistants may 
“collaborate” on the 
answers
• Time factor with getting both 
the instructor and student 
online at the same time
• Able to use a number of different 
modes to assess students – email, 
phone, face to face and using 
electronic resources
• Increased flexibility in providing 
answers
• Responses received are more 
measured and well thought out
• Students are still engaged and 
motivated through face to face 
and phone enquiries
TRAINING MODE
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“
”
Students may spend more time refining their contributions, 
which are generally considered more thoughtful compared to 
synchronous communication…asynchronous communication 
increases reflection and ability to process information
Hrastinski, S. (2008). Asynchronous and synchronous e-learning. Educause quarterly, 31(4), 51-55.
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Mission 1
Dear Minion, 
Welcome to Likely ImpossiBle MISSION (LIB MISSION). Should you 
accept this, you will have to accomplish a total of 5 missions and 
collect a minimum of 8 gold stars. Should you not accept this, we shall 
demote you to manning the counter at the coffee shop.
You can ask any library staff for help, but you 
must not ask other minions’ help. This is what 
happened the last time a minion cheated:
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Mission 1
Gold star mission:
We are hunting down the world's first-ever super-villainess, Scarlet Overkill. Let’s 
gather some intelligence about her. When was Scarlet Overkill born?  
1. Find this book: A history of economics teaching and graduates in Singapore / Thomas Silcock.
The year in the call number is the year when Ms Scarlet was 
born.
2. Her birth date & month coincide with a public holiday, where Library remains open in Term 1 
2018/2019
Silver star mission (optional):
1. Check the location of the book from question #1. Can SMU students borrow this book? 
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Mission 2
Scarlet Overkill needs to find a top secret place to hold a top secret meeting. You will receive 
a call during your shift. 
Answer the phone promptly
Identify yourself so that we can find you later if the wrong information is provided
However if you can provide “he who cannot be named yet” with all the information immediately or within one 
business day, your life will be spared and you will be rewarded with shiny gold and silver stars.
SMU Classification: Restricted
Gold star mission: Silver star mission (optional):
1. What are the opening hours of the Law 
Library on Friday, September 7th?
2. I need to have a meeting 
between the hours of 2am and 
4am, could you suggest some 
venues?
Answer: Either Learning Commons 
at the 2 libraries. Must indicate it’s 
open 24/7. 
1. Can you help me find this 
article? 
Lawrence Collins, “Sovereignty and Exorbitant 
Jurisdiction” (2014) 130 Law Quarterly Review 555
Answer: Journal which contains the 
article is only available in print
Mission 2
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Mission 3
Gold Star Mission: Find the Price of Scarlet’s dress
A. Find the PDF of this case law:
Chwee Kin Keong and others v Digilandmall.com Pte Ltd  [2004] 2 SLR(R) 594 
On pg. 594, get the last number mentioned on the page 
B. Find the PDF of this article:
George, B., Sims, P., McLean, A. N., & Mayer, D. (2007). Discovering Your Authentic Leadership. Harvard Business Review, 85(2), 129-138
On pg. 130, find the number printed in red. Subtract B from A  = Scarlet’s dress price
Silver Star Mission: Scarlet’s Rap Sheet (Optional)
1. Who was Scarlet’s nemesis in this case “(2011) 31 BHRC 558 ”?
Bello Minion,
Scarlet Overkill has bought a 
new dress to camouflage herself
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Mission 4
Greet her with a smile when you see her at the desk. Listen attentively, maintain 
eye contact with her (but don’t stare). You can ask Marlena more questions if she 
is unclear. You may also want to jot down the main points as Marlena hates to 
repeat herself. 
Marlena Gru wants to find out Scarlet’s 
financial information.
In order to get such info, Marlena decides 
to visit the library during your shift. 
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Mission 4
Gold star mission:
1. Can you help me to find a green accounting textbook? Be very vague, 
give partial author’s name / partial title. 
Silver star mission (Optional):
1. Where can I photocopy? How much does it cost? How do I pay? How do I top up my cash card/EZ link 
card?
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Mission 5 This is your last mission! Scarlet is hiding the queen’s crown in a 
safety box. 
Gold star mission: 
Find Scarlet’s secret password to open her safety box
1. What is the password to access Bloomberg database Terminal 2?
2. How many concurrent users can access CEIC database at the same time?
3. Combine 1 & 2 together to form Scarlet’s password
Silver star mission (optional):
1. On the Library website, there are several links under the search  box. 
What is the difference between Journals link and Databases link? 
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ASSESSMENT
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FIGURES
Improved my negotiation 
skills when dealing with 
the difficult customer
It helped in my communication 
skills when talking with people 
from different backgrounds
Really had to brush up my 
law citation  searching skills
FEEDBACK
The minions are fun.
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WHAT’S NEXT 
• “App”ing It
Exploring the possibility of translating the current game to 
played via an app
• Phase 2: Competency Based Training
Building up competencies of the Student Assistants
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